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Norfolk terminal of the Sonoma Valley Prismoidal Railway as shown 
in the stock prospectus. 
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Souomas Prismeidal 
Kalway 


By WALD SIEVERS 


Construction of a railroad was 
agitated as early as 1865 in Sono- 
ma Valley, but in 1868, when the 
county voted a subsidy of $5000 
per mile for the purpose of build- 
ing a railroad, Petaluma folks 
beat Sonoma in the election for 
the location of the road. Petaluma 
got its railroad, the San Francisco 
& North Pacific, and Sonoma 
kept its horse and buggy type of 
transportation. It took a whole 
day of traveling to reach the 
town of Sonoma from San Fran- 
cisco. During 1875 the desire for 
a railroad to open up Sonoma 
Valley became intense, and so 
during that year articles of in- 
corporation of the Sonoma Valley 
Prismoidal Railway were filed. 
Its object was to construct and 
maintain a railway on the “crew 
prismoidal one-rail system” from 
the town of Sonoma to deep wat- 
er in Sonoma Creek, at or near 
San Pablo Bay. There seems to 
have been some prismoidal rail 
systems in operation in other 
parts of the United States, name- 
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Originally published in The West- 
ern Railroader in the February, 1940, 
issue. 

Map provided by Roy Graves from 
his historical collection. 

Drawings from _ stock prospectus 
courtesy Gilbert H. Kneiss who used 
same in his chapter on the line in 
“Redwood Railways.” Copies of 
“Redwood Railways” available 
through The Western’ Railroader 
Book Department at $4.75. 

PHP PPLP LPP LPP LLLP LPPLOOP LOL PL OD Da. 


The Western Railroader’ e 


ly, on the outskirts of Chicago, 
in Michigan, and in Texas. It 
was claimed that it would be 
cheaper to build this type of 
railroad than either narrow or 
broad gauge; it being figured 
that the first seven miles, includ- 
ing the rolling stock, could be 
constructed at not more than 
$6,050 per mile. Actually it came 
to $4,500 per mile 


A reporter of that time de- 
scribes this type of railroad con- 
struction in the following man- 
ner: “Take a prism, lay a rail on 
top, then place a car with two 
wheels — one near the front and 
the other near the rear — on it 
and you have the system com- 
plete, with one exception, that is 
the guard wheels on each side, 
which are expected to run on 
the sides of the prism when the 
upper wheels are dispensed with, 
as for instance, at crossings, 
where the top of the rail is cut 
away altogether with sufficient 
of the prism to allow the conven- 
ient passage of vehicles. It is on 
the same principle as a veloci- 
pede.” 

The construction of the track 
and cars on the Sonoma Valley 
Prismoidal Railway was as fol- 
lows: On common cross ties, 
about 6’x8’’x5’, a pine plank, 
14”x4”, was placed on edge, on 
top of which was placed a “cres- 
cent rail’ — a channel iron with 
round corners — fastened with 
counter-sunk spikes. This form- 
ed the main running rail. To 
hold this plank in its vertical 
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position one-inch pine planks 
were nailed on each side, varying 
in width from 12” on down, their 
edges being beveled to an angle 
of 45 degrees. This continuous 
prism of wood was 27” wide at 
the base and 15” high from base 
to top of running rail. The cars 
were constructed with two dou- 
ble-flanged wheels, one on the 
front and one on the rear end of 
the car along its centerline, and 
resting on the running rail, the 
top of which was only a few 
inches below the car sills. In 
addition, each car was provided 
with four small wheels. These had 
plain faces about 4” in width and 
were carried in cast iron brack- 
ets bolted to the sills. Their axles 
were parallel to the top line of 
cross sections of beveled boards 
and prevented the car from ov- 
erturning when _ standing still, 
like a bicycle, there being very 
little tendency to overturn even 
when running slowly. At the 
lowest point of the car, wheels 
were placed which ran on rails 
over road crossings where the 
prismoidal rail could not be used. 


The locomotive was the first — 
and only one — of that type 
ever built in California. It was 
constructed under the supervision 
of George W. Fogg at the Pacific 
Iron Works in San _ Francisco. 
The locomotive was operated by 
a small boiler and a two-cylinder 
engine connected directly with 
the driving wheels, which though 
larger — were set in the same 
manner as on the cars, and fitted 
with cranks and eccentrics to 
operate a link motion for revers- 
ing. The company owned, all told, 
one locomotive, one box car, and 
10 flat cars. 

Actual construction of _ this 
road began in the latter part of 
June, 1876, by building a road- 
bed from Norfolk, at the “con- 
fluence of the Third Napa Slough 
and Sonoma Creek,” now called 
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Wingo station on the Schelliville 
line of the Northwestern Pacific, 
through the marshes toward the 
town of Sonoma. This road-bed 
was built in the same manner as 
the dikes of the Pacific Reclama- 


tion Company in that area. It 
was laid with a base of 13 feet, 
a height of 4 feet, and breadth 
on top of 6 feet. The bottom and 
sides were built up of sods, the 
filling in the middle was clay. 
As the bed dried out it became 
as hard as cement. A ditch was 
dug along either side to carry 
off the water of the marshes. In 
the first 34% miles from Norfolk 
five bridges had to be built, the 
largest 70 feet long. On August 
16, 1876, began the construction 
of the track. The amount of lum- 
ber used per mile in building the 
prism was 68,000 feet. 

At Norfolk a wharf with a 
water front of 46 feet and a 
depth of 45 feet was built at a 
cost of $2,500. A large warehouse 
and car-sheds were also erected 
at this point. The first 342 miles 
constructed ran between’ the 
slough and the hard ground to 
the north, paralleling “Schell’s 
road” one-half the distance, and 
it was thought that construction 
of the remaining section would 
progress more rapidly. 


On Thursday, November 24, 
1876, this first section of the rail- 
road was finished and was 
thrown open to the public for an 
inspection trip. Some of the par- 
ticipants were interested in the 
welfare of Sonoma County, but 
the big majority came to see and 
find out whether the new system 
would work when put to an ac- 
tual test. The excursionists took 
the steamer “Sonoma” from the 
wharf at the corner of Davis and 
Pacific streets at 8 a.m. It was a 
delightful November day, which 
made the trip that much pleas- 
anter and may account for some 
of the superlatives used by re- 
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porters in describing the event. 
McGill’s Station on the Pacific 
Reclamation Company’s land was 
passed end a few minutes later 
the boat tied up at the new wharf 
at Norfolk. The entire party went 
ashore and first inspected the 
railroad track and rolling stock. 
But the crowd was more eager to 
have a ride over the line and see 
it work. Two flat cars with the 
locomotive between them, drew 
up at the station. The benches 
had been placed lengthwise on 
these cars, one on each side, and 
the passengers sat facing each 
other. The engineer sounded his 
whistle while the passengers 
cheered. The train started 
smoothly, swaying a little at first, 
but as the engine speeded up, the 
swaying ceased entirely, and the 
locomotive and cars rode the sin- 
gle rail as smoothly as on a broad 
gauge track. 

They rode to the end of the line 
near Schellville, 3% miles from 
Norfolk. Here 45 men were at 
work continuing the prism for 
the other 1% miles which had 
been located and laid out, and 
were to be completed in about 20 





days. The line of survey from 
here was not direct to the town of 
Sonoma, but ended at a location 
to the west, on Sear’s ranch, 
where a new town, comprising 
554 acres owned by Mr. J. S. 
Kohn, who was also the head man 
on the railroad, was going to be 
laid out. This place was about 
one mile west of Sonoma. Plan- 
ned were an extension from here 
to Santa Rosa and two branch 
lines, one to Buena Vista and an- 
other to Sears Point. All in all, 
the trial trip was a success, so 
much so that in San Francisco 
immediately agitation began for 
construction of a prismoidal 
street railway from the center of 
town out to the beach. A fran- 
chise was even granted for this 
scheme, but nothing ever came 
of it. 

The Sonoma Valley Prismoidal 
Railway was operated a few 
months into the spring of 1877 and 
then abandoned. On account of 
the peculiar construction of the 
road no satisfactory method could 
be devised for crossing a county 
road. After abandonment the en- 
gine was set up in a small build- 


Cross section of running gear and prism as shown in the prospectus. 
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ing near the present station of 
Schellville. It was the intention to 
use it for driving machinery for 
a small repair shop, but it was 
never used. When Mr. Donahue 
took possession of all the railroad 
interests in Sonoma Valley — of 
the Sonoma Valiey Railroad, the 
narrow gauge successor to the 
prismoidal railway — the build- 
ing was torn down and the en- 
gine sold. Its one and only box 
car was dumped along the track 
near McGill, its wheels were 
taken off, and for quite a num- 
ber of years saw duty at that 
place as a passenger shelter and 
freight station. 


SP Applies to Cut End 
Of San Bruno Branch 


The Southern Pacific has given 
notice that on November 18 it 
filed application with the ICC for 
certificate of public convenience 
and necessity permitting aban- 
donment of that portion of its 
railroad known as the San Bruno 
branch extending from milepost 
4.870, near Nantucket avenue in 
San Francisco, to milepost 7.389, 
near Knowles avenue in Daly 
City, approximately 2.518 miles, 
all in San Francisco and San 
Mateo counties. 


Bamberger Railroad 
End Approved 


The ICC has approved plans for 
the end of the Bamberger Rail- 
road in Utah, The northern por- 
tion between Ogden and Hill 
Field will be taken over by the 
Union Pacific and the switching 
between Salt Lake City and 
North Salt Lake would be pur- 
chased by the Denver & Rio 
Grande Western. The remaining 
portion between Hill Field and 
North Salt Lake would be aban- 
doned. 
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Southern Pacific Cuts 
Steam Loco Reserve 


While the SP originally in- 
tended to keep 10 consolidations 
for emergency use, this has now 
been shaved to three. The 2582 
and 2827 are stored at Fresno, 
and the 2836 at Bayshore. 

Southern. Pacific has started to 
scrap retired steam locomotives 
after a year of just keeping them 
in storage. Cal Metals has re- 
ceived 4443, 4458, 2328, 3670, and 
3690 at Pittsburg. To Purdy, Los 
Angeles, have gone 4340, 4357, 
4418, 4464, 4450, and SD&AE 106, 
while Purdy, South San Fran- 
cisco, got 2361, 2384, 4280, 4242, 
4402, 4415, 4446, 4224, 4233, 4252, 
4292, 4281, and 3218. 

The 70 new diesels are to be 
numbered 5800-5859 and T&NO 
449-458. 


Santa Fe Sells 
Rail Motor Cars 


During September the follow- 
ing Santa Fe diesel and gas-elec- 
tric motor cars were sold to 
Luria Bros.: M-123, M-124, M- 
125, M-130, M-131, M-152, M-153, 
M-154, M-155, M-157, M-i75, M- 
178, M-180, M-181, M-182, and 
M-187. In October the following 
cars were sold to Luria Bros.: 
M-117, M-121, and M-156. 


Northern Pacific Steam 
In Northwest 


Steam power still around as of 
November 29 included the follow- 
ing: at Seattle 2601, 2604, 4-8-4s, 
1696, 1911, 2-8-2s, 1372, 4-6-0; at 
Auburn 1253, 1262, 2-8-0s, 1706, 
1776, 1826, 2-8-2s; at South Taco- 
ma 1621, 1679, 1904, 2-8-2s, 2425, 
2451, 2453, 2-6-2s. At NP yard in 
Seattle is Port of Olympia No. 2, 
2-6-2T.—PNW Chapter NRHS. 
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LAMTA Ends San 
Pedro Rail Line 


The Los Angeles Metropolitan 
Transit Authority ended service 
on the rail line to San Pedro on 
December 7, leaving only the 
Long Beach line and its short- 
run service to Watts as the sole 
remnant of the once extensive 
Pacific Electric rail service. The 
construction of loops on the S 
line of the narrow gauge city 
lines formerly of the Los Angeles 
Railway permitted retirement of 
the old type cars bringing all- 
PCC operations of the narrow 
gauge lines on September 14. 


Arizona Improvements 
On Southern Pacific 


The SP has announced plans 
for a new $3 million CTC instal- 
lation between Lordsburg and 
El Paso to be completed by Oc- 
tober, 1959. This will connect with 
the 124-mile CTC installation 
soon to be completed between 
Mescal and Lordsburg at a cost 
of $37 million. 

Work on the line through 
Lordsburg gives some basis for 
the rumors that the ex-El Paso 
Southwestern line between Mes- 
cal and El Paso via Douglas may 
be on its way out. Some 210 miles 
of line between Douglas and El 
Paso could be torn up if through 
trains were routed = through 
Lordsburg. 


New Publication 


Now ready is Special 21, “Pas- 
senger Service of Pacific Elec- 
tric,’ 144 pages with many rare 
photos. A complete 1916 system 
timetable is reproduced. Order 
yours now at $3.00 per copy, from 
Interurbans, 1416 S Westmore- 
land avenue, Los Angeles 6, Cali- 
fornia. 
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Big Creek & Telocaset 
Sold For Scrap 


The Big Creek & Telocaset RR 
between Telocaset and Pondosa 
in eastern Oregon has been sold 
by the Collins Pine interests to 
the Herbert A. Templeton (Val- 
ley & Siletz) interests on the 
basis of scrap. The BC&T uses a 
former Almanor Railroad diesel, 
but has an old Heisler in storage 
which has not been used for 
some time. Abandonment is ex- 
pected. 


Railfan Excursion News 


NORTHERN CALIFORNIA 

Feb. 21-22-23 — Central Coast outing 
to Reno with observation car on Over- 
land Limited. $22.00 from San Jose. 

Mar. 7 — NorCal trip to Hearst 
Castle, San Simeon, by train to Mon- 
terey and charter bus to park. 

Mar. 21 — Cal-Nevada & R&LHS 
joint dinner trip to either Monterey 
or Sacramento. 

April 4-5 — Central Coast weekend 
in Fort Bragg via bus from Bay Area 
and “skunks” on Cal Western. 

Bay Area Electric Railroad Assn., 
Addison Laflin, 2119 Marin Ave., 
Berkeley 7, Calif. 

California-Nevada Railroad Historical 
Society, Arthur Lloyd Jr., 974 Pleasant 
Hill Road, Redwood City, Calif. 

Central Coast Railway Club, P.O. Box 
783, San Jose, Calif. 

Northern California Railroad Club, 
Paul Von Hafften, 112 Arguello St., 
San Francisco 18, Calif. 


Pacific Coast Chapter, Railway & 
Locomotive Historical Society, Ed 
eo 469 Crescent St., Oakland 19, 

alif. 


SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA 
Feb. 14 — PRS trip via SP to Indio 
Date Festival. 
April 9 — PRS trip via SP to Goleta 
and Santa Paula branch. 
June — PRS trip via AT&SF to San 


Diego. 
Sept. 5-6-7 — PRS trip to Salt 
Lake City via UP return SP and 
AT&SF. 


Los Angeles Chapter, National Rail- 
way Historical Society, P.O. Box 3311, 
Terminal Annex, Los Angeles 54, Calif. 

Pacific Railroad Society, Box 5279, 
Metropolitan Station, Los Aneles 55, 
Calif. 

Railway Historical Society of San 
oe 5805 Estelle St., San Diego 15, 

alif. 

Southern California Chapter, Railway 
& Locomotive Historical Society, Don- 
+ > eae 2304 Melville, San Marino 9, 

alif. 

Southern California Division Electric 
Railroaders Assn., P.O. Box 3292, Term- 
inal Annex, Los Angeles 54, Calif. 
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FINAL 
SUPPLY 


OIL LAMPS & IRON PONIES 
by Shaw-Fisher-Harlan. The stor- 
ies of eight narrow gauge short- 
lines of the west. Covers the Nev- 
ada County Narrow Gauge, Lake 
Tahoe Railway, North Pacific 
Coast, South Pacific Coast, Sump- 
ter Valley, Ilwaco Railway, Pa- 
cific Coast, and Pajaro Valley 
Consolidated. Runs 187 pages 6x9 
in hard cover, with 8 maps, 9 
locomotive drawings, many pic- 
tures, and complete engine ros- 
ters. Deluxe edition, autographed 
by authors. $5.95 


OF WALKING BEAMS AND 
PADDLE WHEELS by Harlan- 
Fisher. The chronicle of the San 
Francisco Bay ferries complete 
with history, pictures, plans and 
drawings, map and list of ferries. 
160 pages, 6x9 in hard cover. 

$4.50 


BOOK DEPARTMENT 


The Western Railroader 
P.O. Box 668 
San Mateo, Calif. 
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